Cortisol responses under different housing conditions in female squirrel monkeys.
Adult female squirrel monkeys were housed in a group, in pairs or individually. Plasma levels of cortisol obtained under basal and stress conditions once weekly for four weeks were significantly lower in pair-housed females than in those living in a social group or individually. The increment in cortisol levels after stress (induced by handling and ether anesthesia) also was smaller in females housed in pairs. The cortisol values of the pair-housed females were positively correlated with those of their partners. Basal cortisol levels in the group-living females showed a significant rank-order correlation with dominance status. This indicated that social interactions in group-living animals can influence cortisol levels in a complex manner, either increasing or decreasing them. The relatively lower pituitary--adrenal activation when a single partner was present also indicated that the social environment can affect an individual's general level of arousal and subsequently alter the response to stressful stimuli.